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Reality Hunger: A Manifesto

Stuttering has had a profound influence on my aesthetic: a
craving for articulation, conversation, and connection. It’s created
in me a yearning not only for communication but “seriousness”
and “meaning.” What follows is thus both manifesto and self-por-
trait — meant to be descriptive of myself more than it is prescrip-

tive for anyone else. I'm not a critic or scholar; I'm just trying to stay
alive as a writer.

A couple of years ago, a vituperative, rearguard review of my
work (“Shields has betrayed the novel form,” etc) caused me to ask

myself what is the literary tradition out of which I'm working? My
answer: the form that releases my best intelligence — not the novel
but the lyric essay. What the lyric essay gives you is the freedom to
emphasize its aboutness, its metaphysical meaningfulness (attempt
at metaphysical meaningfulness). There’s plenty of drama, but it's
subservient to the larger drama of mind. The motor of the novel is
story; the motor of the essay is thought.

In the mid-1990s, after three works of fiction (two novels and a
novel-in-stories), I thought I was working on my fourth novel, but
the novel collapsed — I simply could not commit the requisite re-
sources to plot and character — and out of that emerged my first
work of “nonfiction,” Remote: Reflections on Life in the Shadow of Ce-
lebrity.

While I was working on Remote, I was influenced and inspired
by Renata Adler’s Speedboat, George W. S. Trow’s Within the Context
of No Context, Ross McElwee's Sherman’s March, Errol Morris's Ver-
non, Florida, Spalding Gray’s Swimming to Cambodia, Sandra Bern-
hard’s Without You I'm Nothing, Denis Leary’s No Cure for Cancer,
Rick Reynolds’s Only the Truth Is Funny, Art Spiegelman’s Maus, and
Anne Carson’s Plainwater. What was it about these work I liked and
like so much? The confusion between field report and self-portrait;
the confusion between fiction and nonfiction; the author-narrators’
use of themselves as personae, as representatives of feeling-states;
the anti-linearity; the simultaneous bypassing and stalking of arti-
fice-making machinery; the absolute seriousness, phrased as com-
edy; the violent torque of their beautifully idiosyncratic voices.
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tional. Characterization, he still wants to per31st init; I want to elimi.

nate that gap and thereby achieve as deep an intiraacy between
writer and reader as possible, ma1.<1ng the conversation that much
more significant, unnerving, looehness-shattermg. |

7ola said that every artist 1s more Or less a realist, according

to his own eyes. To Whitman, the true poem was the daily paper.
Georges Braque’s stated goal was to get as oloae as he could to
reality. Every artistic moment from the beginning of time is an
attempt to figure out a way to smuggle more of what the artist
thinks is reality into the work of art. I and like-minded writers
and other artists want the veil of “let’s pretend™ out. I don't like
to be carried into purely fanciful circumstances. The never-nev-
er lands of the imagination don't interest me that much. Beckett
decided that everything was false to him, almost, in art, with its
designs and formulae. He wanted art, but he wanted it right from
life. He didn't like, finally, that Joycean voice that was too abun-
dant, too Irish, endlessly lyrical, endlessly allusive. He went into
French to cut down. He wanted to directly address desperate in-
dividual existence, which bores many readers. I find him a joyous
writer, though; his work reads like prayer. You don't have to think
about literary allusions, but your experience itself. That’s what |
want from the voice. I want it to transcend artifice.

Which isn't to say that all literary works don’t contain a consid-
erable degree of artifice, of fiction. In Thucydides’ foreword to His-
tory of the Peloponnesian Wars, he acknowledges making up generals
speeches since he wasn't present at the events. In Edmund Gosse’s
kather and Son, dialogue from fifty years earlier is reproduced at
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considerable length. In Confessions of an Opium-Eater, Thomas De
Quincey claims to have recovered from his addiction (which wasn't
remotely true; he remained an opium addict for decades afterward).
George Orwell’s classmates questioned many of the details of his
long essay “Such, Such Were the Joys.” James Frey’s A Million Little

Pieces was used as a paper tiger to once again misposition memoir
as failed journalism.

It's a category mistake to think of memoir as belonging to jour-
nalism; it belongs to literature. When a lyric poet uses, characteris-
tically, the first-person voice, we don't say accusingly, “But did this
really happen the way you say it did?” We accept the honest and
probably inevitable mixture of mind and spirit. I think the reason
we don't interrogate poetry as we do memoir is that we have a long
and sophisticated history of how to read the poetic voice. We ac-
cept that its task is to find emotional truth within experience, so we
aren't all worked up about the literal. We don't yet have that history
or tradition with the memoir. We persist in seeing the genre as a
summing up of life, even though that’s not typically how the genre
is used in the great rash of memoirs that have been published in the
past twenty years or so. When we house memoir under the umbrel-
la of nonfiction, we take the word “nonfiction” very seriously. We
act astonished, even dismayed when we find out the memoiristic
voice is doing something other than putting down facts. We know
that memoirists reimagine the past, but we're constantly struggling
with this inevitability as if with the transgressions of a recidivist
pedophile. I think we need to see the genre in poetic terms. The
memoir rightly belongs to the imaginative world, and I think once
writers and readers make their peace with this fact, there will be
less argument over the ethical question about the memoir’s relation
to the “facts” and “truth.”

My picturing will, by definition, distort its subject; it’s a record
and embodiment of a process of knowing; it’s about the making of
knowledge, which is a much larger and more unstable thing than
the marshalling of facts. What I want to do is take the banality of the
form (the literalness of “facts,” “truth,” “reality”), turn it inside out,
and make it a staging area for the investigation of any claim of facts
and truth — an extremely rich theater for investigating the most
serious epistemological questions, starting and perhaps concluding
with confusion as to where the proscenium starts and stops.

I want to assert the importance of positioning the writer and
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ng: el in Stories), I had the sudden intuition tha |
for ? dr 2;01? emé;?oiofragments of things — aborted stories, outtakes
Ex?;m novels, journal entries, lit crit — and build a story out of them
I really had no idea what the story would be abqut; [ just lfngw I
needed to see what 1t would look like to set certain shards in jux-
iti ith other shards. All literary possibilities opened up
tor me with this story/essay. The way my mind thinks — every-
thing is connected to everything else — suddenly seemed trans-
portable into my writing. I could play all. the r.o.les [ want to play
(reporter, fantasist, autobiographer, e.ssayl.st, critic). I could call on
my strengths (meditation and analysis), hide my we,aknesses (plot
and plot), be as smart on the page as I wanted to be. I'd found a way
to write that seemed true to how I am in the world.

Novel qua novel is a form of nostalgia. Jazz as jazz — jazzy
jazz — is pretty well finished. The interesting stuff is all happen-
ing on the fringes of the form where there are elements of jazz and
elements of all sorts of other things as well. Jazz is a trace, but it's
not a defining trace. Something similar is happening in writing.
Although great novels — novelly novels — are still being written,
a lot of the most interesting things are happening on the fringes of
several forms. I write stuff from life, but all the art is in that inch;
tell all the Truth but tell it slant.

Genre is a minimum-security prison. All great works found a
genre or dissolve one. E.g, Brian Fawcett’s Cambodia: A Book for Feo-
ple Who Find Television Too Slow, V. S. Naipaul's A Way in the World,
Eduardo Galeano’s The Book of Embraces, Joe Wenderoth's Letters o
Wendy's, Edmund Carpenter’s Oh, What a Blow That Phantom Gave
Me!, James Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men.
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If plot-based fiction seems suspect, straightforward memoir
strikes me as equally problematic. Memory is a dream-machine,
a de facto fiction-making operation. The essay consists of double
translation: memory translates experience; essay translates mem-
ory.

We want work to be equal to the complexity of experience,
memory, and thought, not flattening it out with either linear narra-
tive (traditional novel) or smooth recount (standard memoir).

We have no memories from our childhood, only memories that
pertain to our childhood. Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past, Nabo-
kov’s Speak, Memory, Mary McCarthy’s Memories of a Catholic Girl-
hood, and Lauren Slater’s Lying: A Metaphorical Memoir foreground
these issues by emphasizing the flawed processes of recollection
of their narrators. Especially, though, cf. Tobias Wolff’s This Boy's

Life: a naively straightforward recounting of childhood — dialogue
recalled verbatim from thirty years earlier (ironic, since the book

is about a pathological liar) — and Geoffrey Wolff's The Duke of

Deception — a multivalent, self-contradictory recount of somewhat
the same childhood.

The world exists. Why re-create it? I want to think about it, try
to understand it. What I am is a wisdom junkie, knowing all along
that wisdom is, in many ways, junk. I want a literature built en-
tirely out of contemplation and revelation. Nonfiction is a framing
device to foreground contemplation. Fiction is “Once upon a time.”
Essay is “I have an idea.” I don't seek to narrate time but to investi-
gate existence. Time must die.

A work of literature should allow you to escape existence or en-
dure it. I want work that not only allows you to endure it but shows
you how it got there. Serious plumbing of consciousness, not flash-
ing of narrative legerdemain, helps us understand another human
being. The former is boring in a good sense; the latter is boring in
a bad sense. Not “the world is boring; I want to escape it” but “the
world is interesting; I want to investigate it.” I have a strong reality
gene. I don't have a huge pyrotechnic imagination that luxuriates
in other worlds. People will say, “It was so fascinating to read this
novel that took place in Greenland. I just loved living inside an-
other world for two weeks.” That doesn't, I must say, interest me

that much.
The essential tension of serious essay is the ambivalence of the

author-narrator toward a given subject — for me, a more compel-
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ing: SOMEONe who reminds us t}}at weTe not along, anq SOmeone
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way we do when we're walking or sitting or dmvmgf and think.
ing things over. The play Hamlet 1s, more tha.n anythmg. else, the
person Hamlet talking about .a multitude of different topics. I fing
myself wanting to ditch the tired qld plot al’Fogether and just har-
ness the voice, which 1s a processing machine, taking input ang
spitting out perspective — a lens, a dlstf)rtlon effect. Hamlet's very
nearly final words are “Had I but the time. . . O, I could tell yoy”
He would keep riffing forever if it weren't for the fact that the plot
needs to kill him. The real story isn't in the drama of what hap-
pens; it’s what we're thinking about while nothing, or very little, is
happening. The singular obsessions, endlessly revised. The sound
of one hand clapping. The sound of a person sitting alone in the
dark, thinking. Michel de Montaigne wore a pewter medallion
inscribed with the words “What do I know?” — thereby forming
and back forming a tradition. Lucretius, On the Nature of Things. St.
Augustine, Confessions. Blaise Pascal, Pensées. Rousseau, Confessions.
Rochefoucauld, Maxims.

A related lineage is the secular version of the Jewish exegetical
tradition: Marx, Proust, Freud, Wittgenstein, Einstein. Some con-
temporary manifestations of Jewish exegesis are Harold Brodkey's
“The Last Word on Winchell,” Phillip Lopate’s introduction to The
Art of the Personal Essay; Vivian Gornick’s Fierce Attachments, Leon-
ard Michaels’s “Journal” from Shuffle, Bernard Cooper’s Maps to
Anywhere, Melanie Thernstrom's The Dead Girl, Wallace Shawn, My
Dinner with Andre, Jonathan Safran Foer’s “Primer for the Punctua-
tion of Heart Disease.”

The poem and the essay are more intimately related than any
two genres, because theyre both ways of pursuing problems, or
maybe trying to solve problems. E.g., John Berryman’s Dream 50185,
Kurt Vonnegut’s prologue to Slaughterhouse-Five, Philip Larkin's
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High Windows, Annie Dillard’s For the Time Being. Maybe these works
succeed, maybe they fail, but at least what they all do is clarify (at-
tempt to clarity) the problem at hand. One could say that fiction,
indirectly, is a pursuit of knowledge, but the essay and the poem
more directly and more urgently attempt to figure something out
about the world. Which is why I can’t read novels anymore, with
very few exceptions, the exceptions being those novels so medita-

tive theyre barely disguised essays: ]. M. Coetzee’s Elizabeth Costello,
Milan Kundera's The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Michel Houelle-

becq's The Elementary Particles, Benjamin Constant’s Adolphe, Lydia
Davis's The End of the Story.

Only the suspect artist starts from art; the true artist draws
his material elsewhere: from himself. There’s only one thing worse

than boredom, and that’s the fear of boredom. And it’s this fear I
experience each time I open a novel. I have no use for the hero’s
life, don't attend to it, don't believe in it. The genre, having squan-
dered its substance, no longer has an object. The character is dy-
ing out; the plot, too. Maybe that’s why the novels that interest me
most as novels are precisely those in which, once the universe is
disbanded, nothing happens: Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy,
Julio Cortazar’s Hopscotch, Thomas Bernhard’s Correction, Camus’s
The Fall, Marguerite Duras’s The Lover, Barry Hannah's Boomerang.
The lyric essay is the literary form that gives the writer the best op-
portunity for rigorous investigation, because its theater is the world
(the mind contemplating the world) and offers no consoling dream-
world, no exit door. The most intellectually, emotionally, and artis-
tically exciting books among the following writers are — for me
— their most essayistic works: David Foster Wallace’s essays more
than his novels or stories, Hawthorne’s “Custom-House” more than
The Scarlet Letter, Jonathan Lethem’s The Disappointment Artist more
than his novels, Richard Stern’s “orderly miscellanies” (One Person
and Another, What Is What Was, The Position of the Body) more than
his novels.

[ want the critical intelligence in the imaginative position: Car-
son’s Eros the Bittersweet, Nicholson Baker’s U & I, Geoff Dyer’s Out
of Sheer Rage, Terry Castle’s “My Heroin Christmas,” Gornick’s The
End of the Novel of Love, Wayne Koestenbaum’s The Queen’s Throat,
Jorge Luis Borges’s Other Inquisitions, Roland Barthes's $/Z, Julian
Barnes’s Flaubert's Parrot, D. H. Lawrence’s Studies in Classic Ameri-
can Literature. Autobiographical biography-biographical autobiog-
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Bouiller's The Mystery Guest. 1 bear in my hands the disguise by
which I conceal my life. A web of meaningless events, I dye it with

the magic of my point of View.

First person is where you can be more interesting; you don't
have to be much but a stumbling fool. The wisdom there is more
precious than in the sage overview, which in many writers makes
me nearly puke. In the end one experiences only oneself. I want
to use self as locus and divining rod. But not self per se; I'm in-
rerested in self as theme-carrier, as host. When I state myself, as
the Representative of the Verse — it does not mean — me — buta
supposed person. See, for example, Larry David's “Curb Your En-
thusiasm,” Chris Rock’s “Bring the Pain,” and Sarah Silvermans
“Jesus Is Magic.”

A novelist-friend, who can’t not write fiction but is flummoxed
whenever he tries to write nonfiction directly about his own expe-
rience, said he was impressed (alarmed?) by my willingness to say
nearly anything about myself: “It’s all about you and yet somehow
it’s not about you at all. How can that be?” Autobiography can be
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naively understood as pure self-revelation or more cannily recog-
nized as cleverly wrought subterfuge. One is not important, except
insofar as one’s example can serve to elucidate a more widespread
human trait and make readers feel a little less lonely and freakish.
We all contain within ourselves the entire human condition. We
learn that in going down into the secrets of our own minds we have
descended into the secrets of all minds. In every work of genius we
recognize our own rejected thoughts; they come back to us with a
certain alienated majesty. For instance, Alphonse Daudet’s In the
Land of Pain and Michel Leiris’s Manhood: A Journey from Childhood
into the Fierce Order of Virility.

No more masters, no more masterpieces. What I want (instead
of God the novelist) is self-portrait in a convex mirror. Reality Hun-
ger teatures extensive quotations without quotation-marks. Most
readers will know only some of the quotations, recognize that a lot
of paragraphs are quotations without being able to place them (as
when the “I" has a recognizably different biography from my own,
or the phrasing is in the language of another century), and come to
regard the first-person singular whenever they meet it as a floating,
umbrella self, sheltering simultaneously one voice (my own) and
multiple voices. The possibility arises that every word in the book
might be quotation and not “original” to me. My goal: continuous
uncertainty, ambiguity — trying to get the reader to feel on his own
pulse the dubiety of the first-person pronoun. It’s me (you thought
it was); no it's not, it's Leiris; no, in an important sense, it's neither
of us. It's all of us. Some models for me of the floating, quote-crazy,
umbrella self: Cyril Connolly’s The Unquiet Grave, David Markson’s
Reader’s Block, Vanishing Point, This Is Not a Novel, and Michael Lesy’s
Wisconsin Death Trip.

The mimetic function is replaced by manipulation of the origi-
nal: stealing but making a point of stealing — conscious, self-con-
scious, conspicuous appropriation. Art 1s a conversation between
and among artists; it's not a patent office. The citation of sources
belongs to the realms of journalism and scholarship, not art. Real-
ity can’t be copyrighted. Part of what you enjoy in a documentary
technique is the sense of banditry. To loot someone else’s life or
sentences and make off with a point of view, which is called “ob-
jective” because you can make anything into an object by treating
it this way, is exciting and dangerous. Let us see who controls the

danger.
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of scale is interesting. How long will the reader stay engaged? |
don't mean stay dutifully but stay charmed, seduced, and beguileq
About this length, I think. In his case, 17{1 pages.

Deborah Eisenberg says “The ta§k is not primarily to have 5
story, but to penetrate the story, to discard the elements of it thyt

are merely shell, or husk, that give apparent form to the story, byt
actually obscure the essence. In other words, the problem is to tran-
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scend the givens of a narrative” She makes the same mistake Wa-

lace does; if she sees story as artistically unnecessary, why does she
want to retain it? Making up a story or characters feels, to me, like
drivingacarina clown suit.

As a moon rocket ascends, each successive stage of the engine
does what it must to accelerate the capsule. Stage after stage is ex-
hausted and jettisoned, until only the capsule is left with the astro-
nauts on its way to the moon. In linear fiction, the whole structure
is accelerating toward the epiphanic moment, and certainly the
parts are necessary for the final experience, but I still feel that the
writer and reader can jettison the pages leading to the epiphany.
They serve a purpose and then fall into the Pacific Ocean, so Im
left with Gabriel Conroy and his falling faintly, faintly falling, and
I'm heading to the moon in the capsule, but the rest of the story has

fallen away. In collage, every fragment is a capsule: I'm on my way
to the moon on every page.
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When plot shapes a narrative, it's like knitting a scarf: you have

this long piece of string and many choices about how to knit, but we
ynderstand a sequence is involved, a beginning and an end, with
one part of the weave very logically and sequentially connected to
the next. You can figure out where the beginning is and where the
last stitch is cast off. Webs look orderly, too, but unless you watch
the spider weaving, you'll never know where it started. It could be
attached to branches or table legs or eaves in six or eight places. You
won't know the sequence in which the different cells were spun
and attached to each other. You have to decide for yourself how to

read its patterning, but if you pluck it at any point, the entire web
will vibrate.

Collage is not a refuge for the compositionally disabled; it’s an
evolution beyond narrative. The novel is dead. Long live the anti-

novel, built from scraps. Absence of plot gives the reader the chance
to think about something other than turning pages. What in the

traditional novel is plot in collage is supplanted by idea. In collage,
we read for penetration of the material rather than elaboration of

story.

I'm not drawn to literature because I love stories per se. I find
nearly all the moves the traditional novel makes unbelievably pre-
dictable, tired, contrived, and essentially purposeless. I can never
remember characters’ names, plot developments, lines of dialogue,
details of setting. It’s not clear to me what such narratives are sup-
posedly revealing about the human condition. I'm drawn instead
to literature as a form of thinking, consciousness, knowing. I like
work that’s focused page by page, line by line, on what the writer
really cares about rather than hoping that what the writer cares
about will somehow mysteriously creep through the cracks of nar-
rative, which is the way I experience most stories and novels. Col-
lage-works are nearly always “about what they’re about™ — which
may sound a tad tautological — but when I read a book that I re-
ally love, I experience the excitement that in every paragraph the
writer is manifestly exploring his subject. Richard Brautigan’s Trout
Fishing in America, Renata Adler’s Speedboat, Elizabeth Hardwick’s
Sleepless Nights, and Sven Lindqvist's A History of Bombing are four
collage-books that have had a particularly strong influence on me.
These fragments I have shored against my ruins. A great painting

comes together, just barely. o
Collage implies brevity. You don't need a story. The question 1s
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Don’t waste time. Get to the reg] thing "
hat's “real”? Gtill, try to get to 1t:) My ambition is tq say inutre'
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ing my girlfriend that I wanted to forge a form that woyq h
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later, I feel as if I've stumbled 1nt9 something apPrOXImating g
want the overt meditation that yields (at.least an attempt af
standing, as opposed toa lengthy na.rratlve tbat ylelds — whatr _
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When I was seventeen, I wanted a life consecrated to 5 :

imagined a wholly committed art-lite: every gesture would by an
aesthetic expression Or response. That got old fast, because, unfor.
tunately, life is filled with allergies, credit-card bills, tedioys COm-
mutes, etcetera. Life is, in large part, rubbish. The beauty of “rey.
ity”-based art — art underwritten by “reality”-hunger — is that iy«
perfectly situated between life itself and (unattainable) “life ag 5yt~
Everything in life, turned sideways, can look like — can be — gy
Art suddenly looks and is more interesting, and life, astonishingly
enough, starts to be livable.
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